Introduction
The diffusion of ICTs, which has been phenomenal in the third world over the past few years, has presented platforms to groups living in restrictive political and communicative environments. Dispersed diasporic groups from these states based in developed Western societies with lower barriers of accessing ICTs have also found it easier to connect with each other and with groups back home. For these groups, the diffuse nature of new ICTs given currency by the Internet offers a potential to "support new communicative relationships" and "new ways" of producing and circulating information (Mansell et al, 2007: 13) .
For diasporic groups from Matebeleland 2 different social networking sites have emerged owing to unfettered access to new media platforms. The Forum also emerged due to access to the Internet with its own uniqueness. First, it is organised as a mailing group whose membership and constitution is on the basis of origination and nativity to any part of Matebeleland. The use of personal emails implies a sense of intrusion into one's private space and has a way of breaking the individuated barriers often seen in the case of conventional social networks. Second, it takes advantage of the popularity of emails and the fact that different platforms, such as mobile phone gadgets now offer access to the Internet. Unlike Twitter, Facebook, and other social networking sites, the grouping of personal emails ensures that communication reaches the intended individuals. Forum membership is on voluntary basis and tends to follow a viral approach in which any member of the group can add a friend's email address by way of responding to a particular communication thread. Also, messages communicated in the Forum can reach other recipients who are not necessarily in the same mailing list, in the process conjuring a kind of cascading effect, which tends to lure more people into the Forum. The Forum represents a dialogical site where participants discuss and evaluate their experiences and circumstances over the last three decades. In their study of discourses among Zimbabweans in 1990, in an older medium, the letters to the editor, Morrison and Love (1996: 40) reveal that readers/citizens' dialogue offer the participants a chance to engage in legitimate challenges to "central political power and its individual representatives". Through 2 The official name as 'Matabeleland' is colonially inherited. However, given our interpretive critical discourse analysis of issues of exclusion, politics of marginality and subaltern issues and as insiders; with the advantage of 'subjective' insider knowledge, we have chosen to consistently spell it as; Matebeleland. Further, we present the post-colonial leadership's inability to correct these as signifiers of cultural 'phanerons' of exclusion. This is seen as the post-colonial government's official policy of misrepresenting Ndebele as a language. Also seen in the official Zimbabwean Passport (see the Ndebele translation in the second paragraph of page. 48). These serve to explain suspicions by people of Matebeleland that the central government has a policy of excluding them. These collective feelings of neglect by the people of Matebeleland are glaring as shown in in the discourses taking place within the Forum (cf. Mhlanga 2010 Mhlanga , 2012 Matebeleland. Therefore, in looking at the new media generated social networks, it is important not to extricate them from their social processes and contexts (Rønning, 2010: 134; Agre, 2005: 311) .
New media has therefore presented fresh opportunities for these groups to reinvent their communities, network with each other and build links. A new wave of social networking sites has emerged in which participants gather through 'internet portals'.
From around the early 2000s, for instance, a new form of news organisation, the online based newspapers, began to emerge, and were launched mainly by Zimbabweans living in the diaspora. These were a consequence of the resultant thirst for news among these communities, whose migrations also coincided with shrinking news spaces back home due to the crackdown on newspapers and journalists from around 2002 (Mano & Willems, 2008: 51 & 52) . They created new platforms to articulate the new experiences associated with living in foreign environments.
Commenting on another form of news organisation that emerges around this time in Zimbabwe, the "pirate" radio stations beaming into the country from abroad and also managed by migrant Zimbabweans, Ndlela (2010: 93) says their intention "to expand … shrinking communicative spaces". Therefore, in approaching the potential that new media technologies hold for dispersed groups, this paper does not take a deterministic approach but sees the adoption of these technologies as fitting within already existing social processes, particular forms of social yearning, ideation and realities. For example Facebook was originally designed to cultivate off-line social relations but experiences in the Arab spring presented a situation where such technologies were adapted and appropriated to suite the demands for public mobilisation and raising international awareness. This helps us to look into the "larger social processes" within which "political activities on the Internet are embedded" (Papacharissi, 2002: 14; cf. van Dijk, 2006) .
Social networks as divested structures of communication and their interface with methodology
Examining the divested structures of communication using new media and the advantages emergent thereof requires a robust form of critical discourse analysis. A research methodology that attempts to engage with the social networking sites in the era of new media must embark on a more dialectical path, which embraces connections between the relationships of representation and mediation. New media technologies when engaged this way present hope for direct societal representation.
The major component of critical discourse analysis as a qualitative engagement of social reality is for researchers to reject a 'value-free' science. This allows for exploration of connotation, together with the firm acknowledgement that texts often exist between two ends; production and reception. Researchers are influenced by social structure and existing forms of social interaction. The relationship between scholarship and society in critical discourse analysis is marked by bold lines of convergence; thus acknowledging the socio-politically situated nature of discourses and social reflections. As a phenomenological engagement of social action critical discourse analysis of a social network such as the Forum requires a teleological explanation related to its goals and purposes; i.e., what Max Weber referred to as the process of Verstenhen -understanding facts by interpreting their meanings in the light of relevant social goals and values (Fischer 2003: 50) . This is an interpretivist engagement of a group such as the Forum by being situated within as a member and an activist.
Critical discourse entails analysing the texts that project beliefs, values and categories embodying fundamental ideological positions. And as forms of locus of enunciation, discourses embody within them a form of re-enactment of memory and social structure as forms of social interaction. As will be seen in the case of different thematic discourses on Matebeleland and imaginations of a separate state critical discourse entails that the past is relived, re-invigorated, re-enunciated and made 'real' through the creation of social networks that as nodes mirror the structure of social ideation. This type of research enacts, confirms, legitimates and challenges relations of power and domination in society. It is embedded in the discursive nature of social networks. As Fowler (1991) suggests, discourse analysis allows us to explore a variety of forms of social interaction. It helps in the study of language usage and in uncovering the ideological assumptions embedded in communicative texts (Gunter 2000: 87) .
In order to present a concrete appreciation of the discourses taking place within the Forum as our case study of a social network site -an analysis of the language used is presented. Language in this instance examines the context of communication; i.e., who is communicating with whom and why? It also analyses the actual constitution of the social networks being studied. Also an evolution of different types of communication and their relationship within the different discourses on Matebeleland and ultimately the cause of Mthwakazi is analysed. Meaning in this instance is not static or inherent in representation but is socially constructed through symbolic systems and discourses. Critical discourse analysis, therefore, helps us to understand the presence of the crucial interface between shared social representations governing collective action. In that regard, discourses of power and feelings of being dominated were taken into account.
Using critical discourse analysis we analysed different aspects; such as, material significance, which entails how language is used in the creation of significance;
identities -what identities is the language used constructing; connections -this links with memorialisation of issues being discussed; thus creating a link between current trends and certain historical episodes. These engagements enabled us to understand the origins of Mthwakazi nationalism as an ideology, also hinged on socially shared interpretive frameworks that allow group members to understand and make sense of social reality, everyday practices and relations to other groups (Button 1991) . From this we understand that this study is about engagement of an Internet based social network of oppressed people who are engaged in cognitive discourse in their exchange of ideas, beliefs, values, and judgements (van Dijk 1995: 244) .
Various themes were created as part of the discourses that usually shape different topics within the Forum. Identity issues were presented in view of the discursive accordance of the Mthwakazi identity. Second, are discourses on development issues and marginalisation of Matebeleland. Third, are discourses on Zimbabwean politics and the exclusion of Matebeleland. Fourth, are discourses on economic issuesinvestment and the emergence of China (particularly Matebeleland). The fifth theme presents discourses on verbal interactions in which disagreements and other related issues emerged in the Forum. A social networking group such as the Forum, which is composed of people from different backgrounds, tends to face the challenge of infighting and divergences of cognitive dimension. Through such disagreements we are able to glean that ideologies are cognitive and axiomatic; through socially shared belief systems of groups (van Dijk 1995: 244) .
The Internet and ICTs in Zimbabwe
Internet usage has grown phenomenally in Zimbabwe over the past decade, and currently stands at over 45% of a population of around 15 million (ITU These developments presented many opportunities and saw Zimbabweans begin new innovative ways of sending news headlines and mobilisation, such as using SMS to send campaign messages to voters, and circulating satirical messages about presidential candidates (Ndlela, 2009: 233) .
A significant outcome of these developments is that not only are diasporic Ndebele groups able to socialise among themselves in their foreign environs, but they are also able to more easily link with groups back home; increasingly, even in Zimbabwe traditionally disadvantaged groups are able to have a presence online. This is significant in overcoming problems emanating from the digital divide, which is 9 described as inequalities in physically accessing ICTs, the Internet and other computer based technologies, but also more importantly the social and cultural factors whose net effect is the exclusion of many people from using the Internet. As this paper will show, these platforms while being initiated and dominated by groups based in the diaspora, also have a significant presence of people based in Zimbabwe.
The "Vulnerable" Potential of ICTs
The Internet offers many possibilities for the extension of the public sphere, or for the creation of counter or alternative public spheres where the main public sphere is rendered inaccessible, as is the case in many repressive societies. Also, unlike older technologies like TV that have been repeatedly accused of keeping people separated (Gordon & Silva, 2011: 105) and alienated, it encourages the cultivation of both weak and strong ties (cf. Granovetter, 1973) , thereby bringing dispersed groups and individuals together. The interactivity of digital technologies allows them to diminish "the significance of the old dichotomy between sender and receiver, producer and audience" (Coleman, 2005: 180) ; that is, unlike older "megaphone" mediums that No doubt some of these functions existed through older media: as Flew (2005: 3-4) observes, "new media" in actual fact "captures both the development of unique forms of digital media, and the remaking of more traditional media forms to adopt and adapt to the new media technologies", to the extent that the boundaries between "old" and "new" are blurred.
Through its popular features, it provides virtual spaces that transcend space and time (Wright & Street, 2007: 850; Rønning, 2010: 133) . The combination of horizontal and vertical communication creates the possibility for "deliberation (citizen-to-citizen communication) and 'hearing' (citizen-to-authorities communication)" (Tsagarousianou, 1999: 196) ; the Forum vividly captures both these aspects. This So the virtual is able to reproduce effects like in a mirror, thus presenting itself as an effect in the absence of the real effect. Emphasis here is on the realm of appearance.
In that regard new media plays the role of optical technologies by bringing to the fore that which cannot be brought into view through forms such simulation and reflection. nevertheless people use them to conjure feelings of national identity. These features of national identity cannot be ignored and are often seen through the diasporans' patriotism and romanticisation of the homeland.
Discourses on Mthwakazi nationalism
This section will present different discourses taking place within the Forum. To this another participant quickly retorted by observing that;
I'm laughing at point number one that says: "All labour employees must be residents of
Matebeleland." Ongakwaziyo ukuthi yiwaphi lawo ma residents eMatebeleland azaqhatshwa hatshi usemnyameni sibili? (who ever does not know which residents of Matebeleland will be employed suffers from blissful ignorance). Another member responded:
(…)it's not the Chinese that are a problem. It's the government. The Chinese were invited there… we should have laws that say if there is a project … to be built. Let the community under where the structure is to be located put out a tender and let it be fair. Open the economy up that way.
[…] let foreign companies compete to come and do business in Zimbabwe.
While your role as the Zimbabwean government is ensuring that laws are followed, and there
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is no stealing of resources by international companies. This position speaks to the growing gravitas as people from Matebeleland continue to imagine a separate state of Mthwakazi as the solution to their subaltern situation.
Another member of the Forum opined that:
[…] we all want to see Bulawayo develop and return to being the industrial capital of Zimbabwe. The reason why Harare may be so keen to invite the Chinese to develop Bulawayo could be simple that Harare knows that it is now almost in total control of Bulawayo. Unconfirmed statistics show that Harare now controls more than 68% of the Bulawayo economy both in the formal and informal sectors. The only sector where Mthwakazi was dominating kuse mkambo (at the flea-market) but she is also being displaced. So we should never fool ourselves that the development will benefit us. Yes we will benefit in that we are going to be their employees if we are lucky. Otherwise we are to be consumers first.
However, another strongly observed that:
As much as we are all entitled to I think everyone is correct in some way i.e. those that say that we face major policy and political obstacles while at the same time there are some who still see an opportunity to get involved in spite of the obstacles.
[…] Perhaps some things are meant to happen in parallel. I fully subscribe to the notion of encouraging devolution as well as a review of the policy framework but also believe I'm not going to wait while all that is happening.
The notion and calls for devolution expresses aspirations of self-determination. It also expresses suspicions people have of anything that is decided or undertaken by the state concerning Matebeleland. People from Matebeleland always tend to think that the government can never do things for their own good, except only if there is an ulterior motive. This is also because of deep-seated suspicions people have coupled with the common tribal cleavages often faced whereby the government tends to be seen as favouring people from Mashonaland.
ICTs and the Negation of the Public Sphere
Many doubts have been raised about the effectiveness of using the Internet for mobilising groups and for advocacy, with pessimists suggesting that some of the successes cited by scholars and activists are exaggerated if not at all part of the problematic imaginations about the seemingly magic abilities of technology. It is suggested therefore that the Internet (and any technology) be seen as double-sided (Morozov, 2011) , which helps focus more productively on its potential and limitations, as a technology. Therefore, hopes raised on the basis of the possibilities enabled by the Internet through forums, email groups, social networks and other platforms that keep emerging must be tempered with grim reminders of its darker side, and those qualities that could hinder civic participation and the cultivation of discursive groups such as the Forum thereby impinging on the extension of the public sphere (Dahlgren, 2001: 75 Thus, it appears the democratising potential of the Internet is developing parallel to its darker, constricting side (cf. Morozov, 2011) . Platforms such as the Forum present as many challenges and questions as they offer possibilities. Outside the restrictions brought by nervous policy makers and politicians, some of the features of the Internet, that are hailed for the possibilities they possess equally have the potential to negate participatory discussion and civic engagement. On many blogsites and discussion forums, the promotion of pseudonymity and anonymity, which is important as it allows people with concerns about their security to participate, as is the case with many members of the Forum, has opened doors to various levels of irresponsibility and abuse including serious violations of privacy and threats to the security of individuals (Rønning, 2010: 138) . The Internet therefore presents both opportunities for the extension of disenfranchised groups and threats to their existence. Citron (2010: 49) underlines this double-sidedness:
The Internet has two faces. One propels us forward with exciting opportunities for women and minorities to work, network, and spread their ideas online. The other brings us back to a time when anonymous mobs prevented vulnerable people from participating in society as equals. Papacharissi (2002: 10) notes that this technology "frequently induce[s] fragmented, nonsensical, and enraged discussion" which is referred to as "flaming". Flaming can be both deliberate or the result of emotions rising from heated discussions, which is usually the case in discussions involving politics, race or ethnicity. It can be described as hostile postings or threads that are intended, deliberately or not, to cause hurt or insult to one or other participants on an online platform, and there are plenty of examples in the Forum. Flaming has many negative consequences for discussion platforms and may cause some participants to withdraw or at the very least to avoid expressing their honest opinions or disagreeing with more aggressive members of the group. To corroborate the above observation, following a heated debate, which stretched for weeks, one member of the Forum observed that:
I suggest that we suspend this forum until we put in place rules of participation? We can select some people, […] to write the rules of the game. This forum has become intimidating.
Some people are not comfortable participating under such conditions. Besides, there is nothing to participate in since this has turned into a mudslinging arena.
However, for us to understand the vitality of these forms of agreements and heated debates within the Forum we are reminded here of Lewis Coser's (1957: 198 Perhaps the most vivid way of emphasizing the functionality of in-group conflict, marking the progressiveness emanating from such forms of divergence was best captured by John Dewey (1930: 300) , in particular on his position that consciousness and thought arises from the realisation of obstacles to the interaction of groups.
Furthermore, he opined that:
Conflict is the gadfly of thought. It stirs us to observation and memory. It instigates […] invention. It shocks us out of sheep-like passivity, and sets us at noting and contriving [....] Conflict is a sine qua non of reflection and ingenuity
In acknowledgement of the ingenuity and level of consciousness emanating from the sharp exchanges that had characterised the Forum one member observed that:
I am more than pleased to note that people have not been side-tracked but emerged even more solid and have gotten to know each other! With this our people will win; the struggle for a change of heart has won a minor victory, which until yesterday appeared poised to take our unity of purpose to the doldrums. To all of you I pay my profound respects.
Another recurrent concern with platforms like the Forum is that while bringing together individuals or groups who share the same identity is important for the consolidation of identities and the solidarity needed to pursue shared interests, the idea that this is a public sphere is flawed because the composition of the group robs it of critical debate, an essential requirement for the public sphere. Instead, such forums bring "'like-minded' individuals" together to form "deliberative enclaves" or "mini public spheres" in which they reinforce each other's opinions without critical reflection (Dahlberg, 2007: 828) , potentially reducing them to echo chambers. In many instances, such groups are also not connected to any larger forums (Dahlgren, 2001: 76; cf. Papacharissi, 2002 cf. Papacharissi, & 2004 . Where groups are heterogeneous and more representative of larger society, some individuals and groups take advantage of anonymity and pseudonyms to intimidate participants who hold different views (Papacharissi, 2002: 16) , an issue that can also be raised concerning the Forum.
Conclusion
The paper acknowledges the role played by the Internet in providing impetus and space for the regrouping and reshaping of suppressed memory and voices such as those of the people of Matebeleland. The Forum as a social network; i.e., one organised along the grouping of people's personal emails enjoys a kind of prima facie uniqueness in which participants enter into it as soon as they log-on to their emails, unlike in other social networks such as Facebook based ones or other web-based networks. This has encouraged the viral nature and instantaneity of engagement of issues. More-over, it shows how an oppressive system has enabled the creation of a virtual sphere in which members engage in different discourses using a simple mailing list.
The Forum as a space for the subaltern group has led to the re-enactment of memory, social structure and reproduction of ideas. Its individuated nature speaks to the archaeology of social interaction, the nature of different discourses on Matebeleland and their imaginations of a separate state. It acts a miniature of the much longed for space that should be traditionally located between the state and the household or citizens; which has been criminalised in Zimbabwe. The obstruction of such an important space, including the criminalisation of certain discourses has led to the reenactment of citizenship, this time as 'netizens'. Thus a revived critical space of citizen engagement has been re-invigorated, re-enunciated and made 'real' through the nodal structure of ICTs to enable social ideation. Therefore, critical discourse analysis has enabled us to critically immerse ourselves in the discourses of power 21 relations and domination in society by way of exploring a variety of forms social interaction.
